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Philippine Land Reform Cycles: 
Perpetuating U.S. Colonial Policy 

Aurora L. Almeda Martin 

In the Philippines, political stability and economic development is 
often tied to the issue of land reform. This is because the Philippines 
is a predominantly agrarian country that continually faces the chal- 
lenge of not only increasing agricultural productivity for national 
economic growth, but also the difficulty of balancing powerful land- 
owners' influence with the potentially violent demands of farm 
laborers. Philippine history reveals the ever-present complexity of the 
issue, with numerous critiques positing various explanations for the 
inadequacy of land reform. These critiques include social, political, 
and economic theories. Central to each theory is the extent to which 
land reform addresses the welfare and productivity of the Filipino 
farmer. Since gaining independence in 1946, the Philippines has im- 
plemented four mapr land reform programs intended to improve the 
conditions of agricultural workers by restructuring the arrangement 
of rural property rights. Despite such efforts, Philippine land reform 
remains marred by slow and inconsistent implementation, landowner 
evasion, rural discontent, and a stagnant agricultural sector. 

This article examines the continued failure of Philippine land re- 
form efforts by focusing on the impact of US colonial land reform 
policy on post-colonial land reform programs. The discussion focuses 
on how US colonial land reform policy employed dual principles of 
general entitlements for peasants and heightened due process for 
landowners. These principles remain evident in modem Philippine 
land reform programs. However, because successful land reform de- 
pends upon efficient redistribution of property rights, the dual policy 
inherently undermines implementation efforts. This article concludes 
that the periodic enactment of new land reform laws, has been, and 
will continue to be ineffective as long as US colonial land reform 
policy serves as the paradigm for Philippine land reform strategies. 
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Pressures for Land Reform in the Philippines 

The Philippines is a predominantly agrarian society, and as such, 
the issue of land ownership and the subsequent rights to till and reap 
the profits from agricultural land are fundamental to the social, po- 
litical, and economic status of the rural Filipino. No doubt, the issue 
of land reform in the Philippines is complex with its roots dating 
back to Spanish colonial times (Agoncillo and Guerrero 1973). 

Today, the pressures for land reform remain of national signifi- 
cance since the rural population is nearly two-thirds of the country's 
total? The agricultural sector has dynamic potential is the country's 
labor reserve, primary supplier of food, a large market for non-agri- 
cultural products, and a major source of trade income. Although 
agriculture employs nearly half of the total labor force (45.2 percent), 
its output is only one quarter of the gross domestic product, roughly 
equal to that of the industrial sector that employs 16.1 percent of the 
total labor force. The discrepancy between employment and output 
suggests great inefficiency in agricultural production. 

The majority of those living in the countryside rely on agriculture 
for their livelihood. In 1988, average annual income for rural work- 
ers was 28,284 pesos compared to their urban counterparts who 
earned 79,314 pesos (1991 Philippine Statistical Yearbook). This in- 
come disparity corresponds with the incidence of poverty, in which 
nearly three-fourths of the country's poor live in rural areas. Of those 
rural poor, 73 percent live below the poverty line (Center for Re- 
search and Communication 1988, 516). 

Rural discontent in the form of armed peasant movements and 
paramilitary groups underscore the pressures for land reform. Major 
peasant rebellions dating back to Spanish colonialism recur through- 
out Philippine hi~tory.~ To date, successive Philippine governments, 
including the Marcos regime, have struggled with containing numer- 
ous peasant organizations. One of the most well-known of these, the 
National Democratic Front (NDF), continually put agrarian reform 
as a major issue during peace talks with the government (Garcia and 
Hernandez 1989). Indeed, both the Aquino administration and Presi- 
dent Fidel V. Ramos engaged in extensive peace talks and cease-fire 
agreements with the New People's Army, the military arm of the 
NDF. In 1992, President Ramos resumed negotiations and signed 
"The Hague Declaration" with the NDF, calling for socio-economic 
reforms and ongoing goodwill and confidence building  measure^.^ 
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The Purpose of Land Reform 

Much of the literature on economic development describes the 
agricultural sector as pivotal to the growth and transformation of an 
economy.' As a key sector earning foreign exchange in the early 
stages of economic growth, the strength or weakness of agriculture 
is often the enabling or disabling factor for initial growth and diver- 
sification of an economy. Land reform may be defined as the reor- 
ganization of land holding arrangements, in terms of tenureship and 
ownership. The purpose of reforming land tenure and ownership 
arrangements is to create an incentive system that will promote self- 
sufficiency among farmers, raise agricultural productivity, and indi- 
rectly contribute to political stability (Gillis 1992). Within the context 
of this article, property rights simply refer to the physical area culti- 
vated and the productive potential of the given plot of land. The 
land's productive potential encompasses the actual output, and in- 
come derived from both the output and other investments put into 
the land.5 

Although land holding arrangements are numerous and varied, .the 
most problematic are the systems of plantation agriculture, tenancy, 
and absentee landlordism because of the skewed distribution of land 
in all three systems6 Plantation agriculture uses hired labor for the 
production of cash crops. Where there is an abundance of rural 
laborers, landowners can easily dictate the duration of work and 
wages. Tenancy is a rental arrangement between a peasant family 
and landowner. Sharecropping is a form of tenancy where some 
portion of a peasant's produce is given to the land owner. Here too, 
the land owner may easily manipulate contracts by directly or indi- 
rectly raising rents. Land owners can directly increase3rents by alter- 
ing lease agreements. Indirectly, landowners can increase rents by 
bestowing favors (e.g., credit or loans) to farmers which then serves 
to accumulate a farmer's indebtedness to the land owner. Absentee 
landlordism refers to landowners who, except for the collection of 
rents, have very limited involvement in the operation of their land. 
In any of those landholding arrangements, the tiller and tenant farmer 
is insecure due to uncertainty in land tenure, low wages, high rents 
and limited autonomy. 

In general, land reform may occur in one of four different ways: 
reform of rent contract, rent reduction, land transfers to the tiller (the 
former tenant) with compensation, and land to the tiller without com- 
pensation (496). The transfer of property rights creates a new incen- 
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tive structure, inducing land reform program beneficiaries to raise 
output due to increased (socio-economic) autonomy and the prospects 
of higher income. For Ranis, Stewart and Reyes, linkages include 
geographic, infrastructural, and productive connections between ag- 
riculture, industry and services. They write: 

Linkages not only describe the connections between sectors which 
are a necessary aspect of economic growth and development-their 
nature and magnitude changing as development proceeds-but also 
that the extent and nature of these linkages materially affect the rate 
of growth of each sector individually and that of the economy as a 
whole. The strength and quality of this process of dynamic interac- 
tion, moreover, affects the regional pattern of development, the size 
and labor intensity of both agricultural and non-agricultural produc- 
tion and, through these mechanisms the distribution of income. The 
anticipated aggregate effects are that increased autonomy per worker 
will lead to more efficient agricultural production, and higher income 
(derived from increased output per input of labor) will increase the 
rural standard of living (Prosterman 1995). Land reform is thus a 
redistribution of rights over land and land use which can in turn, 
ultimately determine income and political empowerment. 

In their joint study, "Linkages in Development: A Philippine Case 
Study," Gustav Ranis, Frances Stewart and Edna Reyes (1989, 3) ex- 
plain how the nature of linkages between the agricultural and non- 
agricultural sectors determines the rate of growth and structure of 
an economy? Ranis, Stewart and Reyes pay specific attention to the 
spatial aspects of economic growth and inter-sectoral linkages, and 
also emphasize the importance of agriculture as both a transitional 
and sustainable sector of an economy. The actual proximity of eco- 
nomic growth and innovation. For instance, the proximity of agri- 
cultural villages with urban areas. The transfer of labor and savings 
from agriculture to industry is critical for the initial growth and di- 
versification of the economy. The successful transition is also neces- 
sary to maintain the productive capacity of the agricultural sector as 
both a viable economic sector and supplier of domestic food over 
the long term (ibid.). 

As agricultural productivity becomes more efficient, fewer agricul- 
tural workers are required so that excess labor is released to create 
a non-agricultural workforce. The national income derived from ag- 
ricultural exports is used to re-invest into both agricultural develop 
ment and industrialization. The resultant economic growth and 
diversification enables government to build and improve infrastruc- 
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ture, which serves to geographically link the agricultural sector with 
non-agricultural markets for capital, technological inputs and serv- 
ices. The two-way interaction between agriculture and non-agricul- 
ture can thus generate conditions which lead to high growth in both 
sectors.s Ranis, Stewart and Reyes concluded that linkages between 
the agricultural and non-agricultural sectors in the Philippines are 
weak. 

In the Philippines, the skewed distribution of income is directly 
related to the unequal distribution of land? One of the consequences 
is a pattern of market demand conditioned toward production of 
inappropriate goods (e.g., luxury items) which have to be imported 
or produced in a capital-intensive way in urban areas. Further, the 
pattern of national economic growth in the Philippines has been geo- 
graphically and sectorally lopsided, where markets are actually en- 
clave economies, employment opportunities (in terms of income and 
vocational training) are severely imbalanced, and infrastructure is lim- 
ited to urban centers.1° Effective land reform is a mechanism which 
can link agricultural development with industrialization. 

Alternative Explanations for Failed Land Reform 

Reasons for the failure of modem land reform in the Philippines 
may be classified into three theories: colonial history, theories of the 
state, and market analysis. 

The historical approach describes the evolution of the agricultural 
sector, and its organization and system of production as functions 
of the colonial experience under Spain and the United States (Center 
for Research and Communication 1986; Valdepeiias 1977; Zafra 1967). 
The logical framework of such explanations hypothesize that if his- 
torical circumstances are the aggregate determinants of land reform, 
then modem land reform in the Philippines is unlikely to succeed. 

For example, in his book Capitalism in Philippine Agriculture, Rene 
E. Ofreneo argues that the economic transformation of the Philippine 
economy under American colonialism precluded any efforts towards 
land reform (Ofreneo 1980). In another historical account, 'The Eco- 
nomics of Poverty, and the Poverty of Economics," Mariano Miranda, 
Jr. (1988) analyzes the failure of land reform by focusing on how the 
colonial experience under Spain and the US led to internationaliza- 
tion of the Philippine economy. It was colonization, Miranda argues, 
which developed a system of property and power relations in the 
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country which in turn bred the present income inequality and con- 
sequently, poverty (16). In this way, the political and economic his- 
tory inevitably predetermined the failure of modern land reform in 
the Philippines. Breaking out of the "colonial mode" is very difficult 
due to the neocolonial influences which continue to obstruct endog- 
enous Philippine development. For Miranda, Philippine land reform 
can only occur through effective assertion of national sovereignty (22). 

The second group of theories explains that the failure of modem 
land reform in the Philippines is due to a weak state (Corpuz 1965; 
Wurfel 1988). Under this view, the power of government is meas- 
ured according to immunity or vulnerability to political pressures. 
As such, a weak state is understood as neither committed to, nor 
capable of implementing an effective land reform program because 
the government is vulnerable to the influence of vested interests. One 
author reviewing the prospects of land reform under Corazon Aquino 
cautioned that "the fate of [the Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Pro- 
gram] depends largely on Congress whose predominant interest 
might conflict with the intentions of an expanded land reform pro- 
gram" (Cornista 1988, 310). Further, a comparative study of CARP 
and PD 27 suggests that despite substantial improvements in the 
scope and content of land reform programs, actual implementation 
depended upon the government's ability to overcome the political 
tug-of-war between pro-farmer and pro-landowner factions 
(Schwalbenberg 1989, 440). 

The third group of explanations provides a market analysis of the 
failure of land reform in the Philippines. This argument frames the 
problem of land reform within the context of excessive government 
intervention, analyzing the supply and demand of political pressures 
for land reform as determinants of success or failure. The political 
market argument also implies that with minimal government assist- 
ance, landowners and peasants will arrive at an optimal land reform 
agreement; if government provides the right incentives, land owners 
will be induced to cooperate with the redistribution of land, and 
peasants will be induced to become more efficient producers. 

In their book, Toward An Alternative Land Reform Paradigm, Yujiro 
Hayami, Ma. Agnes R. Quisumbing and Lourdes S. Adriano (1990, 
163) argue for a simplification of land reform in the Philippines. 
Under this view, an optimal land reform program would address the 
existing conditions of the political market in the Philippines by lim- 
iting government discretion over land reform transactions. Under this 
view, the dual goals of land reform in the Philippines should be effi- 
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ciency and equity. To this end, land reform must be simple, trans- 
parent and uniform, minimize the regulations that create distortions 
in the resource allocation, and minimize government involvement in 
the implementation of reform (ibid.). 

U.S. Colonial Land Reform 

The Philippines continues to struggle with the issue of land re- 
form. Critics charge inconsistent implementation, inadequate enforce- 
ment, legal loopholes, administrative foot-dragging, and lack of 
support resources as recurring factors that obstruct the land reform 
process. Each of the theories discussed above have examined key 
elements-colonialism, the role of government, incentive structures, 
political insti tutionstha t describe the social, political, and economic 
dynamics of Philippine land reform. The following discussion merges 
elements of those theories in a policy analysis of post-colonial land 
reform programs. The focus is on the formation of a dual US colo- 
nial land reform policy, and the continuity of that strategy through- 
out modern land reform programs in the Philippines. 

When the United States acquired the Philippines in 1898, it joined 
the ranks of European empires as a new colonial power. The rise to 
such international status, however, also gave way to new problems 
in the formulation of colonial policy (Cruz 1974). In this regard, land 
reform is arguably the most pertinent example of the dilemma that 
challenged US authorities: 

One of the most important and serious questions which is to come 
before the United States Authorities in adjusting affairs in the Philip- 
pines, is that of the land. Opinions differ very materially as to the 
subject, and it will probably take not only action by Congress, but some 
litigation to fully settle the questions involved. That there are thou- 
sands of acres of most excellent land to be obtained for agricultural 
purposes is not questioned. That it can be easily obtained and at a 
fair rental is not feared, the underlying question is the real title (United 
States 1901, 37). 

Clearly, the United States understood that land reform was criti- 
cal to political stability and economic development of the islands. 
After all, the Philippine Revolution against Spain originated as a 
peasant movement. Agrarian unrest due to poverty and unequal dis- 
tribution of land could not be ignored if colonial authority was to 
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be legitimately established. US colonial authorities further noted that 
in regards to basic education the average Filipino had never yet had 
a fair opportunity. At the same time, the colonial administration was 
also committed to protecting prior claims to propertyn-in effect 
landowners' and commercial interests-in order to both facilitate a 
smooth economic transition and build from the commercial economy 
already in place, though rudimentary as it was. 

The complex pressures for land reform caused US colonial policy 
to become over ambitious, attempting to balance both benevolent 
intentions and the desire to make the Philippines a profitable colony. 
Public land grants provided landless peasants an opportunity to be- 
come independent small-scale farmers. This entitlement to non-land- 
owning citizens aimed to stimulate the economy by using land 
ownership as an incentive, which would eventually balance the 
skewed class structure that seriously threatened political stability. On 
the other hand, colonial authorities were committed to p r e s e ~ n g  the 
existing structure of private property rights, and reassured land own- 
ers that private property rights would remain valid under the new 
colonial legal framework. These dual principles are evident in the 
Public Land Act (PLA) of 1902, legislated by the US Congress, the 
Friar Lands Act of 1903, and the Rice Share tenancy Act of 1933. All 
three land reform laws provided for land entitlements but also in- 
cluded substantial safeguards which protected claimants of prior 
property interests. Procedures such as land surveyance and notice 
requirements did not aid peasant beneficiaries, but instead facilitated 
a process whereby landowners and others of the educated and prop 
ertied class, such as merchants, could acquire more land and chal- 
lenge peasant beneficiaries through legal contestations of homestead 
applications. As a result, land reform during the American colonial 
period failed because potential beneficiaries were not able to success- 
fully secure land entitlements against landowners who effectively 
utilized land reform laws' procedures not only to prevent expropria- 
tion of their land, but also to increase their landholdings. 

Hence, the question of the "real title" over agricultural land was 
centrally important because when Spain ceded the Philippines to the 
United States, farmland was only partially privatized and commer- 
cial agricultural production had just begun. Moreover, the United 
States assumed title to a majority of arable land because at that time, 
two-thirds of all arable land in the islands were classified as public 
property (38). 
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As such, the vast domain of public agricultural land caused US 
authorities to focus on partitioning government farmland. Two types 
of agricultural systems were specifically considered: a plantation sys- 
tem owned and managed by private individuals or large corpora- 
tions with Chinese contract laborers, like that of Java and Sumatra; 
and homestead development, which was associated with small farms, 
and patterned after the settlement of the United States' western ter- 
ritories (United States 1908, 5-7). Preliminary recommendations by 
colonial authorities emphasized the desire to encourage American 
settlement and foreign immigration to the Philippines as a way of 
boosting agricultural development: "It would seem therefore that in 
order to build up agriculture in the islands it will be necessary to 
encourage a good class of immigrants. Just as our States of the West 
were built up, so there islands must be" (4). Moreover, it was also 
believed that immigration of Chinese laborers and enterprising Eu- 
ropean agriculturists could stimulate agricultural development. 
Alonzo H. Stewart, representative of the US Department of Agricul- 
ture, conducted field observations and interviews to compare local 
support and commercial productive potential of both systems. 
Stewart's survey revealed varied support for both small-scale farm- 
ing and plantation agriculture. One report describes: 

Conversations with the leading Filipinos of the dominating class and 
with Filipinos engaged in the tobacco and sugar trade developed the 
fact that those men are in favor of the plantation system. 

The Filipino leaders object, however, to the importation of Chinese 
contract labor, while the Europeans insist that such is a necessity if 
the plantations are to be successful. The small-farm idea is supported 
by the merchants of the smaller towns. As a result of my trip through 
the islands and talks with the leading white and Chinese merchants 
of the smaller towns and barrios, I found that the policy of encour- 
agement of individual ownership of land, as against corporations, is 
almost universally favored. There is scarcely an intelligent native or 
white man who would not welcome the incoming of any race of peo- 
ple who would go upon and cultivate the land as landowners, and not 
as tenant laborers. Nearly all of these who favored large ownership of 
land, either by corporations or individuals, were themselves large land- 
owners and held their laborers in almost a state of peonage. (5) 

The idea of agricultural development through homestead settle- 
ments formed the basis for a land entitlements policy. Stewart con- 
cluded that it was in the United States' best interest to encourage 



PHILIPPINE STUDIES 

homestead development of small scale farming (ibid.). This independ- 
ent method of agricultural production was more efficient and profit- 
able per acre than the plantation system.'* Since sugar cane could 
easily be grown most anywhere in the Philippines, it was conceiv- 
able that small scale farming of sugar would be a successful national 
strategy for agricultural development (ibid.). Moreover, a small fam- 
ily farm was able to produce not only the cash crop for income, but 
enough food for household cons~mption.'~ Even those who owned 
large sugar haciendas agreed that smaller holdings of 300-500 hec- 
tares of land were more productive and profitable ventures, and fur- 
ther suggested limits on ownership by arguing that 3,000 hectares 
was more than any one company or individual should be allowed 
to have from the government (40). 

Nevertheless, although homestead development of small scale 
farming appeared to be the preferred system, plantations could prob- 
ably be sustained since they were already commercial operations. It 
was also believed that immigration of Chinese laborers and techno- 
logical improvements would be introduced to make plantations more 
commercially viable (ibid.). Thus, it was implicitly decided that un- 
der US land reform policy, landless farmers would have the oppor- 
tunity to become homesteaders and landowners would have the 
opportunity to expand and improve their plantations. 

Implementation of US Colonial Land Reform Policy 

The Public Land Act (PLA) established land entitlements through 
homestead settlement of public agricultural land.14 'To qualify as a 
homestead beneficiary, a person had to be at least twenty-one years 
of age or the head of a household, and might not already have been 
in possession of more than sixteen hectares of land (Public Land Act 
1902). The potential group of beneficiaries, however, was not lim- 
ited to peasants, but included any citizen of the Philippines, United 
States or its insular possessions (United States 1907,78145). The PLA 
provided for homestead settlement of up to sixteen hectares of land, 
and required cultivation of the homestead for a period of at least 
five years before title to the land would pass from government to 
homestead beneficiary. The PLA also provided for leases of govern- 
ment land for commercial plantations, typically twenty-five years with 
the option for periodic renewal (ibid.). 
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Under the PLA, anyone at least twenty-one years of age and who 
did not legally hold title to sixteen hectares of land was qualified to 
homestead. Given the large and diverse pool of potential beneficiar- 
ies, this meant that landless peasants competed with members of the 
landed elite, merchants, and immigrants for land entitlements. Moreo- 
ver, for the average peasant, the five year requirement of continu- 
ous presence and cultivation imposed additional costs and uncertainty 
to the security of land ownership. The opening of public lands to 
large scale agribusiness encouraged plantation farming, which initial 
reports deemed as an inferior agricultural system to small farms. 

Legal entry into a homestead occurred in three phases: inquiry, 
application, and petition for registry. The inquiry phase entailed lo- 
cating public lands available for homesteading. The area of land was 
to be rectangular in shape and on legally subdivided, surveyed land. 
If the land was not yet surveyed, the homestead applicant was to 
make independent queries regarding the status of the land so that 
upon submittal of his or her application, the Bureau of Public Lands 
would carry out the official survey. Statistical records regarding the 
distribution and use of public lands were kept under Spanish colo- 
nial rule, and the American colonial government was itself (initially) 
limited in bureaucratic capacity, recording independent inquiries was 
a way of building the new government's statistical database (ibid.). 
To do this, the individual was required to: "make inquiries, as to 
the ownership of any particular tract desired, of persons living in 
the vicinity thereof, and to consult the property register and record 
tax returns, in the capital province in which the land is located for 
evidence of land ownership" (787). 

The application process entailed a filing fee of ten pesos, a writ- 
ten petition describing the proposed homestead in size, area, and 
type; statement under oath of a public land officer; an official sur- 
vey and verification of the land as a valid homestead; a notice to 
the public about the proposed homestead (ibid.). The announcement 
was to state the claimant's "intention to make such proof, stating 
therein the time and place, and giving a description of the land and 
the names of the witnesses by whom it is expected that the neces- 
sary facts will be established (786). The purpose of public announce- 
ments was to make sure no prior claims of occupation or ownership 
of the proposed homestead existed (ibid.). Disputes regarding home- 
stead entries were adjudicated by the Bureau of Public Lands. A 
counter claimant could prevail upon a showing that a homestead 
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applicant was not qualified or was in non-compliance with the law 
as to residence and c~ltivation.'~ If there was no legitimate opposi- 
tion to the settlement, the homestead entry was authorized. Before 
passing formal land title to a homesteader, the individual was sup- 
posed to reside and cultivate the land for a period of five years; if 
the individual was absent from the land for a period of six months, 
the homestead was legally proclaimed abandoned (ibid.). The home 
stead was final once an applicant paid a fee of ten pesos and sub- 
mitted proof of his full compliance with the homestead law to a local 
land officer or the Bureau of Public Lands.16 

The PLA, in effect, provided general entitlements to land but re- 
quired prospective beneficiaries to undergo a lengthy process of ap- 
plication, land surveying, notice, potential litigation, and a five year 
waiting period, before acquiring title to the land. The costly process 
of land registration, filing affidavits, allowing open contestations to 
homestead claims, and requiring the presentation of numerous pieces 
of evidence to prove one's legtimacy complicated the land reform ex- 
change. Describing the confusing situation for Filipino peasants, Leslie 
Bauzon (1965, 13) writes "these very innovations militated against the 
ordinary tenant farmers. . . . Court litigations involved money, and 
tenant farmers whose income averaged fifteen centavos a day could 
hardly be expected to pursue a case in court and see it prosper." 

The PLA also opened public lands to leasehold ar~angements?~ 
This provision was specifically geared towards the development of 
agribusiness. Individuals and corporations were permitted to lease a 
maximum of 1,024 hectares of public land for up to twenty-five years, 
renewable a second time; and the proposed area of land was to be 
made of contiguous legal subdivisions. 

Obtaining a commercial lease entailed query and notice procedures 
similar to homesteading but a key difference was that a prospective 
lessee had ample leverage on the issue of potential conflicts with 
prior ~laimants.'~ The PLA provided that "no lease shall be permit- 
ted to interfere with any prior claim by settlement or occupation until 
the consent of the occupant or settler is first had and obtained, or 
until such claim shall be legally extinguished" (PLA 1902, 781). The 
per hectare and annual fees for leasing public lands were set by the 
Chief Bureau of Public Lands, and required that the lessee make 
yearly payments in advance. The PLA did not provide any guidance 
as to the procedures for negotiations and legal termination of prior 
claims. 
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In an attempt to defuse agrarian unrest, the Friar Lands Act (FLA) 
provided for the government purchase of 166,000 hectares of agri- 
cultural land owned by the Catholic Church, at a price of $7.2 mil- 
lion. Although not as comprehensive as the PLA, the FLA aimed to 
specifically break-up the landed estates which were specific remnants 
of Spanish colonial rule, and redistribute the land to tenant farmers. 
Under this land reform law, there were roughly 60,000 tenant ben- 
eficiaries. Beneficiaries were required to pay the purchase price of 
the land plus interest. As a result, most tenant farmers were unable 
to participate as beneficiaries, so that over half of the area acquired 
passed directly by sale or lease to American or Filipino businessmen. 
In fact, most tenant beneficiaries eventually lost their land to money 
lenders because they lacked access to credit and agricultural support 
services (Riedinger 1995, 87; Roth 1977). 

The FLA demonstrates the contradiction of US colonial land r e  
form policy in the sale and redistribution of friar estates. Similar to 
the PLA, tenant farmers competed with land owners and business 
interests in the redistribution of friar lands. The FLA offered tenant 
farmers an entitlement to the land they had been tilling since the 
Spanish colonial period. However, most tenant beneficiaries were 
unable to take advantage of the opportunity because of the purchase 
and maintenance costs. On the other hand, the FLA also provided 
landowners and other business interests an opportunity to increase 
their land holdings and thereby perpetuate the pattern of plantation 
agriculture. 

Ten years after the PLA, Philippine agriculture was still 
underproducing and reliant on food imports. Professor C.V. Piper of 
the US Department of Agriculture conducted field observations and 
found that there was little technological improvement ,'and that land 
reform had made little impact. He reported that the production of 
sugar "was still manufactured with small and crude mills, the out- 
put being a cheap, brown sugar containing much molasses. . . . 
Owing to the crudeness of the mills only about one-half of the juice 
is obtained from the cane" (United States 1912). Further of the forty 
million acres of arable land in the islands, only three million was 
being cultivated. 

We have brought about a rather anomalous condition in our work 
here thus far; namely, a relatively high type of government, including 
education, public works, etc., but associated with a very low indus- 
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trial development. . . . I do  not see how there can be any question 
that the great present need of these islands over and above what we 
have already done is to make them industrially prosperous, and that 
means primarily agriculture. 

I see little hope of any rapid improvement in Philippine agricul- 
ture unless we adopt a policy that will make them prosperous. I doubt 
if they are any better off in this respect than under Spanish rule. Un- 
der the delusion that we are proving to the world that our motives 
are purely altruistic, we are virtually forbidding American enterprise 
to develop the richest islands in the world. I am convinced that this is 
a great mistake, not only because it is an effeminate, un-American 
policy, but because it is keeping material prosperity from the Filipi- 
nos which it is our duty to promote quite as much as their educa- 
tional and political welfare. To teach the Filipino American ideals, the 
American business man and planter is needed. . . . The old business 
houses in the Philippines use methods of dealing with the natives that 
almost makes piracy respectable in comparison. Before American capital 
will be attracted to the Philippines, we shall have to announce a defi- 
nite future policy. Our present uncertain policy is not credible. (Ibid.) 

US colonial land reform policy had proven ineffective, despite the 
passage of two major land reform laws that purported to create a 
new class of independent and presumably more efficient small-scale 
farmers. Under both the PLA and FLA, the emphasis was on pro- 
viding general land entitlements and categorical exemptions of, and 
legal protection of private estates. As Professor Piper's report fore- 
shadowed, the dual principles of general land entitlements and due 
process for land owners' property rights, however, were irreconcil- 
able so that, consequently, the process of redistributing was riddled 
with complex processes for peasant beneficiaries, and legal loopholes 
for landowners. Not only did the PLA and FLA fail to create a pat- 
tern of self-sufficient small farmers, but Philippine agriculture as a 
whole could neither produce enough rice for export nor for the coun- 
try's own domestic consum tion. In 1915, the first issue of The Phil- 
ippine Farmer was publish! as a campaign effort for increasing food 
prod~ct ion?~ 

J 
The Rice Share Tenancy Act of 1933 (RSTA) further illustrates the 

continued duality of US colonial land reform policy and the empha- 
sis on heightened due process for land owners. Rather than focus- 
ing on redistribution of land, the RSTA aimed to regulate the 
landlord-tenant relationship. The law required that share contracts 
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be written in the vernacular language, provided for 5@50 share crop 
arrangements, set an interest ceiling of ten per cent per annum on 
loans, and prohibited arbitrary dismissal of tenants (Riedinger 1995, 
88). The law only provided for one year rental terms, however, and 
gave municipal councils the option to implement the regulations. 

The RSTA proved ineffective because municipal councils were 
dominated by local landowners who opted not to implement the law. 
In this way, the RSTA demonstrates how US colonial land reform 
policy further shifted the balance in favor of securing landowners' 
property interests. Although the RSTA still intended to alleviate the 
poor conditions of the landless farmer, the law was careful not to 
impose any obligations that would jeopardize a landowner's prop- 
erty interest. Thus, the RSTA provided land owners the legal means 
to evade land reform laws. 

While the PLA and FLA provided landowners an opportunity to 
preserve and expand their property, the RSTA did not require land 
owners to implement the land reform laws. From the outset, US co- 
lonial authorities recognized landowner's property rights as valid. 
When the US Congress enacted the PLA, land owners were reassured 
that their property interests would be unfettered because private 
property was categorically excluded from the homesteading provi- 
sions. By expanding the pool of potential PLA beneficiaries (in addi- 
tion to the leasehold section), and including requirements of notice, 
possible contestation, and waiting periods, land owners and other 
business interests were given the opportunity to acquire more land. 
The FLA's subsequent passage, again excluded land owner's prop- 
erty from redistribution and provided yet another opportunity for 
landgrabbing. In effect, the RSTA was an express manifestation of 
the second element of the colonial land reform policy: heightened 
due process considerations for protecting land owner's property 
rights. After failing to transform public lands into small farms, US 
colonial authorities recognized that the next option would be to break 
up landed estates where agrarian rest originated. However, US colo- 
nial authorities chose to accept the skewed distribution of land, and 
focused instead on transforming the landlord-tenant relationship into 
more equitable terms. In this way, the cumulation of all three land 
reform laws imbedded a policy pattern based on general land enti- 
tlements to peasants, and legal safeguards for land owners' property 
interests. 
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Persistence of U.S. Land Reform 

Since independence from the United States in 1946, the Philippines 
has implemented four land reform programs: Republic Act 1400 (R.A. 
1400) under President Ramon Magsaysay in 1955; Republic Act 3844 
(R.A. 3844) in 1%3 under President Diosdado Macapagal; Presiden- 
tial Decree 27 (I'D 27) under the dictatorship of Ferdinand Marcos 
in 1972; and the Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Program (CARP) 
under President Corazon Aquino in 1987. 

Each of these land reform laws has tried to implement a more 
progressive land reform scheme than the last, but each effort has 
repeatedly encountered numerous obstructions in implementation. 
This article argues that the reason for this is that US colonial land 
reform policy remains the primary strategy employed by each ad- 
ministration. Just as the PLA, FLA and RSTA operated under a policy 
based on irreconcilable principles, each land reform law in the mod- 
em period has functioned under the umbrella of general entitlements 
to land and heightened due process for land owners. Each new gov- 
ernment's attempt to balance those political-economic interests is 
manifest in the land reform laws which purport to redistribute pri- 
vate and public land with extensive and costly procedures that reas- 
sure the land owner will undergo smooth transitions and receive just 
compensation. 

The Agricultural Tenancy Act of 1954 (R.A. 1400) was a response 
to the Huk rebellion, an agrarian based peasant resistance against 
Japanese occupation during World War 11. The Huk rebellion con- 
tinued through the post-war period due to the prevalence of rural 
discontent, and peasant demands for more effective land reform. R.A. 
1400 provided for the redistribution of public lands and for the ex- 
propriation of private lands exceeding 300 hectares and corporate 
lands exceeding 600 hectares of contiguous area. However, few land 
holdings were over 300 contiguous hectares and landowners evaded 
reform by simply breaking up their land into smaller units. Moreo- 
ver, the high retention limits meant that less than two percent of the 
nation's agricultural land was even potentially subject to redistribu- 
tion (90). The law also required that before a private estate would 
be subject to expropriation, a majority of the tenants on that estate 
would have to petition the government to initiate action. In the event 
that an estate was expropriated, payment was to be in cash unless 
the land owner chose otherwise (91). 
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Similar to the political pressures that faced US colonial authori- 
ties, President Magsaysay's land reform program was a direct re- 
sponse to the national threat of large-scale peasant unrest. However, 
because land owners dominated the Philippine Congress, R.A. 1400 
failed to provide peasant beneficiaries with anything more than a 
general commitment to land entitlements. In contrast, land owners 
in Congress were able to utilize the same principles as those under 
US colonial land reform Land owners did this in a number 
of ways: preserving their property rights by integrating procedural 
barriers that put the burden of land reform on peasant initiation (e.g., 
tenant petitions for expropriation of private land they tilled); creat- 
ing legal loopholes that would exempt most landed estates (e.g., ex- 
propriating estates which were 300 contiguous hectares); and failing 
to vote for adequate funding of the program as well. While land 
owners supported the concept of land entitlements, they deliberately 
created heightened protections that would prevent expropriation of 
their lands. 

The Agricultural Land Reform Code of 1963 (R.A. 3844), intended 
to transform tenant farmers into land owners. R.A. 3844 provided 
that tenancy arrangements would become leaseholds with the guar- 
antee of tenure and even the possibility of eventual ownership 
(Sinclair 1986). However, little progress was made under this pro- 
gram because much of the program implementation focused on the 
creation of institutions. R.A. 3844 provided for institutional strength- 
ening and the establishment of agricultural support programs, such 
as rural credit agencies and agrarian courts, to facilitate the imple- 
mentation of the land reform program. Establishment of agrarian 
institutions and support services also created additional procedures, 
and ultimately detracted from the program objective of transform- 
ing tenants into tenured leaseholders and/or owners. Five years af- 
ter legislative enactment of R.A. 3844, only 15 percent of the targeted 
beneficiaries became lease holders, while 3.4 percent of these lease- 
hold arrangements were officially registered (ibid.). 

R.A. 3844 laid the foundation for the implementation of Presiden- 
tial Decree, P.D. 27. By 1972, the rate of tenancy in the rice and corn 
lands had reached 60 percent (Harkin 1975). In response, P.D. 27 
purported to reduce tenancy by directly transferring land ownership 
from landowners to tenant farmers. Unlike previous land reform 
laws, PD 27 radically ordered the emancipation of all tenants on rice 
and corn lands (Wurfel 1988, 24). P.D. 27 required that all tenants 
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whose landlords owned more than seven hectares were to be sold 
the land they tilled at two and a half times the average annual pro- 
duction, with a fifteen-year payment plan through the Land Bank. 
While landlords were compensated by payment of 10 percent in cash 
and 90 percent in Land Bank bonds, the tenant beneficiary received 
a Certificate of Land Transfer (CLT) (Sinclair 1986). 

Under P.D. 27, tenant beneficiaries would have to show proof of 
membership in a village level association and current cultivation of 
the land in question, before obtaining his or her CLT. However, un- 
til land valuation and landowner compensation were completed, ten- 
ants were still obligated to pay rents to their landowners. A 
beneficiary received title to the land once he made final payment to 
the Land Bank (Riedinger 1995, 93). 

Despite the drastic simplification of land reform under P.D. 27, 
peasant beneficiaries still had difficulty securing their land entitle- 
ments. This is because beneficiaries still incurred substantial costs in 
the transfer of title. The law did not completely sever the legal rela- 
tionship between landlord and tenant so that tenants were not only 
paying rents while waiting for the completion of land valuation and 
landlord compensation, but once a beneficiary received a CLT, he was 
also treated as the owner of the land and therefore obligated to pay 
for real property taxes on the land. Due process was afforded to land- 
lords through the land valuation process, right to compensation, and 
by permitting them to negotiate the land price directly with tenants 
(ibid.). Due to the tendency of landlords to manipulate tenants, it 
was no surprise that implementation of P.D. 27 was slow and in- 
consistent. consequently, tenant beneficiaries still faced substantial 
barriers to securing title to land. By 1985, one report estimates that 
only three percent of target beneficiaries actually received land ti- 
tles, while other more optimistic estimates place the figure between 
13 percent and 19 percent. Thus, even under Marcos land reform was 
implemented under a dual policy strategy of land entitlements to 
peasants and procedural safeguards for land owners.21 

I 

The Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Program (CARP) 

President Aquino renewed government commitment to land r e  
form, making it the centerpiece of her economic development pro- 
gram and elevating it to the level of a constitutional right of the 
Filipino farmer: 
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The state shall, by law, undertake an agrarian reform program founded 
on the right of farmers and regular farm workers, who are landless, 
to own directly or collectively the lands they till or in the case of farm 
workers, to receive a just share of the fruits thereof. To this end, the 
state shall encourage and undertake the just distribution of all agri- 
cultural lands (Canlas, Miranda and Putzel 1988, 46). 

In 1987, President Aquino subsequently implemented the Compre- 
hensive Agrarian Reform Program (CARP) as an integral part of the 
Philippine's national economic development strategy . CARP applied 
to all types of agricultural land, including both public and private, 
regardless of tenure arrangements and crops produced. The goal of 
CARP was to distribute 9,773,870 hectares of land to 3,713,110 total 
beneficiaries over a 12-25 year period (National Statistics Coordina- 
tion Board). Implementation of CARP was to occur in four phases 
converting different types of land on a graduated basis. The first 
phase was to complete the implementation of P.D. 27; the second 
phase would convert public and private agricultural lands over fifty 
hectares; the third phase would convert public lands between twenty- 
four and fifty hectares; and the final phase would convert private 
lands less than twenty-four hectares (Canlas, Miranda and Putzel 
1988, 52-53). 

Despite its far-reaching provisions, however, CARP has encoun- 
tered numerous implementation problems. In spite of the ambitious 
plans, however, land reform proved to be a difficult task under 
Aquino as well. Public faith in government credibility and capabil- 
ity to undertake political and economic reforms diminished. In the 
case of land reform, the Aquino administration was charged with 
incompetence and corruption. In January 1987, a peasant protest 
outside of Malacanang Palace ended in the killing of eighteen dem- 
onstrators. Soon after the Mendiola Massacre, CAW was formally 
passed as "an agriculturally based economically driven" the national 
economic development plan. However, peasant response to such ef- 
forts was highly critical: We assert that the framework of the gov- 
ernment's land reform program goes against the democratic process 
of land ownership, protects landlord interests, and follows the same 
general outlines of Marcos' land reform program. We claim that it is 
a tool for counter-insurgency, rather than for genuine social justice. 
Kilusang Ng Magbubukid ng Pilipinas, Land Reform Under the 
Aquino Government: A Critique, KMP International Campaign Ref- 
erence Material No. 2. More trouble came in 1989 when some par- 
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ticipants of CAWS voluntary sale arrangement for landowners were 
caught overpricing land sales to the government with the approval 
and assistance of Department of Agrarian Reform officials (Miller 
1989, 1, 26). 

CARP has experienced slow implementation due to extended land 
valuation processes, lack of guidelines for landowner compensation, 
landowner-tenant negotiations, lack of institutional coordination be- 
tween agrarian administrative agencies, and inconsistent implemen- 
tation. Such problems are no different from previous land reform 
programs. Moreover, owing to political pressure from both farmers 
and landowners, President Aquino's administration was forced to 
implement CARP under the same colonial policy strategy of provid- 
ing general land entitlements and lengthy processes with checks and 
balances that ensured landowners' rights to challenge confiscation of 
their property. CARP would continue to implement previous land 
reform schemes, and also give landowners notice of projected 
timelines as to when their lands would be subject to expropriation. 
In addition, landowners would receive just compensation, while the 
four phase redistribution process created four categories of peasant 
beneficiaries who would technically acquire their land entitlement 
over a twenty-five year period, depending upon the type and size 
of land subject to redistribution. This extended time requirement, 
coupled with the administrative procedures relating to land acquisi- 
tion and transfer, again served as transaction costs for the peasant 
beneficiary whose entitlement to land remains an unrealized oppor- 
tunity for ownership. At the same time, landlords have ample op- 
portunity to once again break-up their estates and stall land reform 
through CARP'S extensive time requirements legal safeguards for the 
expropriation process. 

By 1992, separate from the continued implementation of R.A. 1400, 
R.A. 3844, and P.D. 27, CARP had distributed approximately 590,000 
hectares or 5.7 percent of the total target set by law (which is 10.3 
million hectares); of privately owned lands, only eight percent was 
actually distributed. 

Conclusion 

US colonial policy had a profound effect on modem Philippine 
land reform programs. The dual land reform policy of general enti- 
tlements for peasants, and heightened due process for landowners' 
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property rights was based on both political pressures and ambitious 
expectations. 

The PLA's homestead program did not create a new class of small 
land owners. This was due in part to complicated claims procedures 
and the pattern of settlement and tenancy on private agricultural 
estates. Clearly, throughout the US colonial period, peasants could 
not overcome the transaction costs of becoming beneficiaries. In con- 
trast, land owners increased the size of their estates under both the 
PLA and FLA through family members' becoming beneficiaries, 
money lending, entering commercial leasehold arrangements, and 
purchases of the friar estates. Finally, the RSTA further imbedded 
the dual posture of US colonial land reform policy, by shifting the 
emphasis on due process concerns for landowners. The RSTA did 
this by cautiously recognizing that tenancy arrangements were valid, 
but attempting to assuage tensions between landlord and tenant by 
volunteer regulation. By pushing for the exclusion of private estates, 
and exercising their right to extended negotiations, delayed land 
transfers, and division of land among family members, land owners 
effectively stalled implementation of land reform and guarded against 
immediate expropriation efforts by the government. 

The dual nature of US colonial land reform policy remains preva- 
lent throughout the series of modem land reform programs in the 
Philippines. The strategy of balancing entitlements for peasants and 
procedural safeguards for land owners property rights has only per- 
petuated the cycle of agrarian unrest, economic stagnation, and 
periodic legislation of land reform. 

Notes 

1. The rural population is approximately 30.2 million, while the urban population 
was 17.9 million. Philippines (Philippine Development Report 1987-1992). 

2. Under Spanish colonial rule, peasant uprisings occurred once every generation, 
mostly localized in specific towns and provinces. One author wrote: the archipelago 
was far from peaceful; individual attacks on Spanish priests and officials, messianic 
religious movements, and independent banditry interrupted the tranquility of the coun- 
tryside. Finally, an organized agrarian based rebellion led to the Philippine Revolu- 
tion against Spanish colonialism in 1896. American colonial authorities also found 
themselves containing sporadic peasant rebellions. See Eduardo Garcia (1971). 

3. One of Corazon Aquino's first offiaal ads in office was to call for ceasefire and 
negotiations between her government and rebel forces. Peace talks convened in 1986, 
but broke down in 1987 (Ferrer and Raquiza 1992). See also Diokno (1994); Gastarde 
Conaco and Lee (1994). 
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4. See Prosterman, Temple and Hanstad (1990); Prosterman and Hanstad (1995); 
Radha Sinha (1984). 

5. Other investments might be in the form of technological innovation in agricul- 
tural production, renting out a portion of the land, or even converting a portion of 
the land into an agricultural enterprise. See also Rosterman and Hanstad (1995). 

6. In modern farming activities are highly mechanized. Latifundia refers to the 
servile relationship between hired labor and landowner on large estates in Latin 
America and Europe. Family farms are farms owned and operated by family labor. 
Communal farming refers to the pint ownership and operation of a plot of land. And 
finally, collectivized agriculture also refers to the joint ownership and operation of 
land, but management is by a selected committee (by the village or government) and 
division of output dependent upon the labor input per worker (Gillis 1992, 492-93). 

7. For Ranis, Stewart and Reyes (1989, 3) linkages include geographic, infra- 
structural, and productive connections between agriculture, industry and services. They 
write: Linkages not only describe the connections between sectors which are a neces- 
sary aspect of economic growth and development-their nature and magnitude chang- 
ing as development proceedsbut also that the extent and nature of these linkages 
materially affect the rate of growth of each sector indvidually and that of the economy 
as a whole. The strength and quality of this process of dynamic interaction, more* 
ver, affects the regional pattern of development, the size and labor intensity of both 
agricultural and nin-agrjcultural and, through these mechanisms the dis- 
tribution of income. 

8. The process of economic growth along with the relationship between agricul- 
tural and non-agricultural sectors is a standard theory of economic development. Re- 
fer to Gustav Ranis' Stages in Economic Growth as a more general source on agricul- 
ture and economic development. 

9. As pointed in a Michael Pinches article, many of the landed elite have diversi- 
fied their business interests, entering into agro-industry and other manufacturing 
enterpises. See also Michael Pinches (1992, 90400). 

10. Due to the "concentration of industry . . . (which has been) associated with 
the adoption of large scale, capital intensive technologies and with a high degree of 
inequality in income distribution, "industrialization in the Philippines has been 
regionally concentrated in Luzon (the national capital region), giving the Philippines 
one of the highest rates of industrial concentration in the world: 2 percent of the coun- 
trfs industrial firms account for 85 percent of the output. Further, Ranis, Stewart and 
Reyes argue that regional concentration of industry and the tendency toward large- 
scale, capital intensive enterprises are the result of the inegalitarian nature of income 
and land distribution, industry-biased policies, and inadequate provision of infrastruc- 
ture (110-1 1). 

11. A 1901 Division of Insular Affairs report cautioned against any immediate re- 
distribution of land without formal Congressional action. Until a formal land reform 
plan was adopted, transactions relatingto the purchase or lease of land took place 
according to existing Civil Codes and/or as authorized by American authorities 
(United State War Department 1901). 

12. Tobacco raising on a small scale by the natives of northern Luzon, eSpecially 
the Ilocanos, is exceedingly profitable. As a homestead a o p  it can be encouraged 
without large holdings (ibid.). 
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13. Stewart writes: A family of Ilocanos lives well on e i e t  aaes  of land, three of 
which is devoted to the raising of corn or maize for bread and five for the growing 
of tobacco. . . . The supply of tobacco raised on 5 acres supplies all their wants and 
needs (6). 

14. A series of agricultural support services were also established to complement 
the public land act and to further stimulate agricultural production. Experimental sta- 
tions, the introduction of new technology and machinery, publications such as the 
Philippine Farmer, and institutional mechanisms such as, agrarian courts, to regulate 
disputes were founded as part of the national agricultural development strategy (ibid.). 

15. Any person may file an affidavit of contest against any homestead entry . . . 
alleging disqualification of the entryman, noncompliance with law as to residence or 
cultivation, or any other matter which, if proven, would be just cause for the cancel- 
lation of the entry, and upon successful termination of the contest, the contestant, is 
a qualified entryman, shall be allowed a preference right of entry for sixty days kom 
said date (ibid.). 

16. The person filing such application shall prove by two credible witnesses that 
he has resided upon and cultivated the land for the term of five years . . . and shall 
make affidavit that no part of the said land has been alienated or encumbered, and 
that he has borne true allegiance to the Government of the United States and that of 
the Philippine Islands (787). 

17. Public Land Act of 1902 Chapter, "Leases of portions of the public domain." 
18. Public notices regarding the intention to lease a tract of land were to run for. a 

period of thirty one days in the local English and Spanish newspapers (or in the case 
of weekly publications, announcements were to be published in five consecutive is- 
sues) where the proposed land was located. Upon publishing an intention to lease a 
tract of land, the prospective lessee was required to file a copy of the notice at the 
same date with the provinaal secretary and municipal president in which the land 
was located. 

19. The public announcement declared the urgency of the situation: It is the pur- 
pose of the Philippine Farmer to work for progress and improvement in Philippine 
agriculture. We have a country that is rich in natural resources, but poor in the re- 
sults that are obtained. Our principal industry is the production of food, and yet we 
import more than 30,000,000 pesos worth of food every year. We grow splendid fiber, 
sugar, copra and tobacco, and then spoil the product by poor methods of prepara- 
tion. These are problems which the Philippine farmer must solve. These are the mat- 
ters which willdetermine the future of this country (United States War Department 
191 5). 

20. Land owners identified themselves as concerned with improving peasant wel- 
fare but argued that subdivision of large estates would cause production to decline, 
thereby worsening peasant and national welfare (Riedinger 1995, 89). 

21:ln this regard, political analyses of the Marcos period indicate that only cer- 
tain land holding elites who posed a threat to his regime were subject to having their 
lands expropriated.Thus for example, the Aquino family holdings were among the 
first to be expropriated (Riedinger 1995, 94). 
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